High prevalence of sensitization to aeroallergens in children 4 yrs of age or younger with symptoms of allergic disease.
The assumption that sensitization to aeroallergens is rare in preschool children is based on population studies in which most subjects have little or no symptoms of atopic disease. We assessed the prevalence of atopic sensitization in children 0 to 4 yr of age presenting with symptoms of allergic disease by reviewing results of all specific immunoglobulin (IgE) tests performed in our hospital laboratory in children 4 yr of age or younger between 1985 and 2003. Tests were ordered by general practitioners or hospital-based pediatricians in children presenting with symptoms of allergic disease. Specific IgE tests to a panel of common food and inhalant allergens were performed in 2946 children; a specific IgE concentration >0.35 kU/l was considered positive. Overall, 505 (17%) tests were positive to aeroallergens: 346 (12%) for house dust mite, 257 (9%) for dog dander, 240 (8%) for cat dander, and 197 (7%) for grass pollen. Positive tests were more common in boys (19.2%) than in girls (14.2%, p < 0.01), irrespective of age. Although sensitization to food allergens was more common in 0-<3 yr olds, aeroallergen and food allergen showed comparable prevalence rates in 3-<5 yr olds. Sensitization to aeroallergens is common in preschool children with symptoms of allergic disease, and more common in boys than in girls. Screening tests for allergy in infants and toddlers should include inhalant allergens.